**Core tip:** Caudate lobe hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) was considered highly technically difficult by surgeons and the outcome of interventional therapies, including transarterial chemoembolization and conventional radiofrequency ablation (RFA), according to previous studies was unsatisfied. Hydrochloric acid enhanced RFA, an innovative technique, can create an ablation zone larger than 5 cm by a single perfusate electrode without major complications, which is promising to treat large caudate lobe HCC patient.

INTRODUCTION
============

Hepatocellular carcinoma (HCC) arising from the caudate lobe is rare\[[@B1]\]. The caudate lobe is situated deep between the hepatic hilum and the inferior vena cava. Caudate lobectomy is considered to be technically difficult even for small tumors, with high risks of local recurrence and poor overall survival\[[@B2],[@B3]\]. For large tumors in the caudate lobe, resection is challenging even in the hands of experienced liver surgeons\[[@B4],[@B5]\]. Interventional therapies, including various intravascular and extravascular procedures, have been reported to treat caudate lobe HCC\[[@B6]-[@B14]\]. However, most of those focused on treating small HCC (maximum diameter \< 5 cm). This is a retrospective study on three patients with HCC ≥ 5 cm in the caudate lobe treated by hydrochloric acid (HCl) enhanced radiofrequency ablation (HRFA).

CASE PRESENTATION
=================

Case 1
------

A 61-year-old woman was found to have a caudate lobe lesion (55 mm × 57 mm × 63 mm) on magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). The patient had a history of chronic hepatic B virus (HBV) infection, with Child-Pugh A liver function and a negative serum alpha-fetoprotein (AFP) concentration (0.71 ng/mL). A biopsy confirmed HCC. Transarterial chemoembolization (TACE) using an emulsion of tetrahydropalmatine (THP) 50 mg, lobaplatin 50 mg, and lipiodol 10 mL was performed in August 2013. One month later, computed tomography (CT) showed that the tumor had enlarged (72 mm × 75 mm × 81 mm), and was separated into the superior and inferior parts by a fibrous septum.

Since the tumor enlarged after TACE, the patient was suggested to undergo ablation therapy. Conventional RFA was insufficient to ablate such a huge tumor. Thus, the patient received two sessions of HRFA in September and December 2013, respectively, to ablate the superior and inferior parts of the tumor. HRFA was applied for 60 min in the first and 30 min in the second session. No discomfort during ablation and no complications such as fever, pain, or hemorrhage after HRFA were observed.

One month after the first HRFA, a peripheral hyper-metabolic nodule was detected by PET-CT. Thus, the patient underwent two more sessions of COOL-TIP RFA in December 2013 and March 2014, respectively. After that, the hypermetabolic lesion was no longer visible. The last follow-up CT in July 2018 showed that the tumor had decreased to an inactive fibrous tissue mass of about 2 cm in diameter. During the course of treatment and follow-up, there were no major complications. A minor complication was asymptomatic slight dilation (total bilirubin concentration once elevated to 72 μmol/L 18 mo after HRFA and returned normal without any treat-ment) of bile ducts (Figure [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}).

![Arterial-phase computed tomography images showing a large caudate lobe tumor enhanced after transarterial chemoembolization in a 61-year-old woman with confirmed hepatocellular carcinoma. A: The tumor with poor lipiodol deposition was predominantly composed by isodense tissue (black asterisk), representing the contrast enhanced active part of the tumor and the hypodense necrotic region without enhancement (white asterisk). The hyperdensity in the hepatic parenchyma represents lipiodol deposition after TACE; B: The caudate lobe and porta hepatis were involved (white arrows); C and D: Computed tomography images taken during the ablation show precise placement of the RF electrode into the active regions of the tumor, and the area of destruction can be seen easily; E: The coronal magnetic resonance image (MRI) shows an enhanced inferior residual tumor after the first session of HRFA (white asterisk); F: No active tissue was detected after the second session of HRFA; G: The latest coronal post-contrast T1-weighted image shows focal atrophy and fibrosis formation, resulting in an irregular, non-active region in the caudate lobe about 20 mm in diameter. The bile ducts were slightly dilated on the latest follow-up MRI.](WJCC-7-508-g001){#F1}

Case 2
------

A 69-year-old man was found on health checkup to have a caudate lobe tumor, 17 mm × 25 mm on PET-CT in June 2013. He had a history of chronic HBV infection. The AFP concentration was negative, and he had Child-Pugh A liver function. A biopsy confirmed the diagnosis of HCC. The patient received two sessions of TACE in August and November 2013, respectively. CT performed in March 2014 showed that the lesion had enlarged to 47 mm × 57 mm, with poor lipiodol deposition. Besides, the patient had a history of tongue cancer and received radiotherapy 4 years ago.

In March 2014, HRFA through an anterior approach was applied for 60 min. There was no acute adverse effect occurring in the peri-ablation and post-ablation periods, and an MRI scan one month later showed no areas of enhancement.

Ten months after HRFA, in January 2015, MRI showed the margin of the lesion to be suspiciously enhanced by contrast. He underwent one session of COOL-TIP RFA. No visible active lesion was detected in the next MRI scan. The last MRI scan in December 2015 found no active lesion in the liver. Twenty-four months after HRFA, the patient died of recurrent tongue cancer (Figure [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}).

![A well-defined active caudate lobe tumor adjacent to the right hepatic vein in a 69-year-old man with a history of tongue cancer after two sessions of TACE. A and B: The enhanced part was predominant and had poor lipiodol deposition consistent with active tumor tissues; C and D: Post-contrast magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) images after HRFA therapy show a non-enhanced mass with hypointensity. The central irregular hyperintensity (black asterisk, C) was caused by the hemorrhagic content of the necrotic cavity, rather than by contrast enhancement. Relapse was not detected in the most recent MRI examination (data not shown).](WJCC-7-508-g002){#F2}

Case 3
------

A 73-year-old man presented with chest and abdomen pain in February 2016. CT showed a mass in the pancreatic neck and a low density lesion, 35 × 50 mm, in the caudate lobe. The patient had a history of chronic HBV infection, Child-Pugh A disease, and a negative serum AFP concentration. The PIVKA level was 20.266 AU/m. An exploratory laparotomy showed a primary tumor in the caudate lobe and that the lesion in pancreatic neck was a spontaneous hematoma. Frozen section analysis of an enlarged portal lymph node showed metastatic HCC. TACE was performed in April 2016, with an emulsion of THP 30 mg, lobaplatin 30 mg, and lipiodol 10 mL. CT after TACE showed good lipiodol deposition.

Three days later, HRFA was applied for 15 min through an anterior approach. No major complications occurred. One month later, the PIVKA concentration dropped to 2.566 AU/mL and no visible contrast enhanced areas on MRI. Follow-up at 28 mo after HRFA showed no signs of relapse or metastasis. (Figure [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"})

![Preoperative computed tomography and magnetic resonance imaging images of a 73-year-old male showing a large intrahepatic tumor in the caudate lobe. A and B: A large intrahepatic tumor in the caudate lobe was confirmed as hepatocellular carcinoma by histopathology. A hyperintense mass was noted in the pancreatic neck region on T1-weighted imaging (black asterisk, B). This was shown to be a hematoma on subsequent exploratory laparotomy; C: CT images showing that lipiodol deposition involved almost the entire area of the lesion in the caudate lobe after TACE; D: Peripheral residual tumor medial to the necrotic cavity was demonstrated in a coronal post-contrast T1-weighted image (black asterisk). The non-enhancing soft tissue in the porta hepatis region inferior to the intrahepatic lesion and adjacent to the neck of pancreas (white arrows) is consistent with the shrunken hematoma after exploratory laparotomy (white asterisk). E: CT image showing the needle in the tumor during HRFA; F: A thin enhancing rim-like tissue inferior to the necrotic cavity (white arrows) is evident on the post-contrast T1-weighted image after HRFA therap. The necrotic region does not show enhancement. No relapse was detected during follow-up MRI examinations. This enhancing rim probably represents reactive granulation tissues, rather than residual tumor.](WJCC-7-508-g003){#F3}

The summary of the three patients is shown in Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}.

###### 

The summary of all three patients

                       **Case 1**                          **Case 2**                         **Case 3**
  -------------------- ----------------------------------- ---------------------------------- ------------
  Sex                  Female                              Male                               Male
  Age                  61                                  69                                 73
  Tumor size           75 × 81                             47 × 57                            35 × 50
  Session(s) of HRFA   2                                   1                                  1
  Complementary RFA    Yes                                 Yes                                None
  Survival (mo)        60                                  48                                 28
  Complications        Asymptomatic bile duct dilatation   None                               None
  Alive                Alive                               Died of tongue cancer recurrence   Alive

HRFA: Hydrochloric acid enhanced radiofrequency ablation.

DISCUSSION
==========

Surgical resection of a caudate lobe tumor is technically challenging as the caudate lobe is situated deep between the hepatic hilum and the inferior vena cava\[[@B1]\]. In a report on 12 patients, the median operative time was 568 min, the median intraoperative blood loss was 550 mL, and five patients developed postoperative bile leak with problems in renal function\[[@B4]\]. Caudate lobectomy is commonly combined with major or extended hepatectomy with sacrifice of a large amount of non-tumorous liver parenchyma which increases the risk of postoperative liver failure.

Compared to surgery, interventional therapies such as TACE or RFA have a lower risk of treatment morbidities. In 1986, Takayasu et al\[[@B6]\] reported five patients who underwent transcatheter arterial infusion (TAI) or transcatheter arterial embolization (TAE) for treating advanced-stage caudate lobe HCC. Unfortunately, four of these patients died during a mean of 5.5 mo. With advances in interventional technology and a better understanding of arterial blood supply of caudate lobe HCC\[[@B8],[@B15],[@B16]\], the success rate of selective subsegmental TACE in treating caudate lobe HCC has been greatly improved. However, long-term survival after treatment remains a problem. Kim et al\[[@B9]\] performed selective TACE to treat 34 patients with caudate lobe HCC with a diameter of less than 3 cm. The 5-year overall survival and progression-free rates were 72% and 21%, respectively. TACE cannot completely block the feeding arteries and gain a complete tumor necrosis, which causes recurrence\[[@B10]\]. For a large caudate lobe HCC, the results of TACE are even worse.

Percutaneous ablation therapies, including percutaneous ethanol injection (PEI), RFA, and MWA, are well-established and widely used treatments for HCC. In 2002, Shibata et al\[[@B11]\] first introduced PEI with or without TAE to treat 25 patients with caudate lobe HCC (average diameter, 27 mm). Peng et al\[[@B13]\] reported on 17 patients who underwent RFA treatment for caudate lobe HCC (average diameter, 31 mm). However, most of these studies focused on treating small caudate lobe tumors. Nevertheless, incomplete ablation and recurrence still happened. Nishigaki et al\[[@B14]\] compared the recurrence rates in patients with caudate lobe HCC or HCC located in other liver segments. They found that the caudate lobe patients had a higher risk of developing tumor recurrence. Caudate lobe HCCs are more difficult to be completely ablated than those in other liver segments due to the restricted approach through which an RFA electrode can be introduced, and the heat sink effect of the inferior vena cava.

In the last decade, several new techniques, such as normal saline perfused radiofrequency ablation (NSRFA) and multi-electrode applications had been developed, aiming to create a large ablative zone\[[@B17]\]. Our previous experiments showed that infusing diluted HCl instead of normal saline during RFA could enlarge the diameter of ablation zone from a mean (SD) of 3.52 cm (0.07) to 6.85 cm (0.32) at 30 W-30 min\[[@B18]\]. This is because the conductivity of HCl is about three times higher than that of saline, greatly increasing the conductivity around the RF electrode\[[@B19]\]. In *in vivo* experiments, HRFA also exhibited a larger ablative zone with favorable safety\[[@B21]-[@B22]\]. Based on these studies, we have reported performing HRFA on a patient with spontaneously ruptured HCC, which successfully controlled bleeding and achieved complete necrosis after ablation without any complications\[[@B19]\]. In a word, HRFA, a technique that can create a large ablation volume by using a monopolar electrode, is promising in treating large caudate lobe HCCs. In the present study, all three patients had unresectable large caudate lobe HCC. One patient underwent two sessions of HRFA and the other two patients underwent one session each. After HRFA and followed complementary COOL-TIP RFA, all the three caudate lobe tumors showed complete necrosis.

Among four sessions of HRFA, three were performed through an anterior approach and the remaining one was through a lateral approach (case 1, the 2^nd^ session) in order to protect peripheral vessels and the biliary system. HRFA also avoids repeated punctures because one session of HRFA is sufficient to achieve complete necrosis. Besides, the electrode in HRFA could be placed at the center of the lesion whereas in other RFA techniques, it must reach the tumor margin, which would induce damage to the structure nearby. There was no major complication and asymptomatic bile duct dilatation as a minor complication occurred in patient 1 18 mo after HRFA. It was hypothesized that the non-active lesion, which had shrunk from 7 cm to less than 3 cm, stretched its peripheral liver tissue and induced bile duct dilatation.

CONCLUSION
==========

HRFA can be an efficacious and safe choice for patients with a large caudate lobe HCC. However, further research is necessary to determine the appropriate role of HRFA in treating caudate lobe HCCs. Combination of HRFA with TACE or other systemic therapies is expected to further improve the prognosis of patients.
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